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Raw Milk, Raw Power:
States of (Mis)Trust
Abstract: In recent years, raw milk has emerged as one of the most
contentious food commodities, considered a serious health risk by
public health officials and a source of healing and nourishment by
raw milk proponents. The purpose of this article is to explore the
ways in which consumers construct and experience trust in food that
is often procured in informal markets. Because the image of an
overreaching, exploitative government features prominently in
popular narratives surrounding raw milk consumption, this article is
explicitly concerned with the role of the state in public food debates.
Drawing on two complementary empirical cases of raw milk con-
sumption in the United States and postsocialist Lithuania, I argue
that there are two competing projects that underlie the struggles
surrounding raw milk provisioning in both sites: the politics of rec-
ognition and the politics of sovereignty. As similarly argued by
Charles Taylor, the politics of recognition emphasizes the efforts of
raw milk consumers to be accepted, supported, and recognized by
the larger polity, including its public health institutions, legislative
bodies, and welfare state. On the other hand, raw milk proponents
call for sovereignty, postulating that food choices and intake should
lie outside of state prerogatives. More broadly, this study reveals how
trust in a food product is tied to the ongoing legitimacy crisis of the
modern state, and in particular how a renewed value of locavorism
becomes anchored in a fundamental distrust of the postindustrial,
postwelfare state and its institutions.
Keywords: raw milk, informal economies, sovereignty, state, United
States, Lithuania.
despite the soaring numbers of willing consumers in
the United States (CDC 2006–7: 13), raw milk continues to be
one of the nation’s most controversial and politically charged
products. One recent study found that 1,571 people have
become sick from drinking raw milk between 1993 and
2006 (Langer et al. 2012: 385). Concerned with the presence
of deadly bacteria in unpasteurized milk, John Sheehan,
director of the Food and Drug Administration’s (FDA) Divi-
sion of Dairy and Egg Safety, cautioned that drinking raw milk
was ‘‘like playing Russian roulette with your health’’ (Weise
2006). Numerous food safety experts at the Centers for Disease
Control (CDC) have also supported strict regulations, arguing
that raw milk poses serious public health hazards.
Meanwhile, advocates of raw milk consumption have
vehemently contested the official claims, offering a reinterpre-
tation of scientific data to argue that not a single person has
died from drinking raw milk since the mid-1980s, while pas-
teurized milk led to three deaths and 135 cases of illnesses in
2007 alone (Weston A. Price Foundation 2012). Using online
petitions and staging public protests, raw milk consumers
have stood in defense of their farmers and suppliers and
sought to challenge sales restrictions, especially by fighting
the Pasteurized Milk Ordinance (1958), which prohibits raw
milk transport across state borders within the United States.
In their reevaluation of science, American raw milk
proponents have launched a powerful critique of government
agencies such as the CDC, FDA, and the US Department of
Agriculture (USDA) as catering to the financial interests of
the ‘‘organized and monied industrialized-food-production
lobby’’ (lae 2012).
Given such dramatically different claims, who is to be
trusted to provide accurate and reliable knowledge about raw
milk? How and why have the material, biological, and micro-
bial qualities of a particular food substance become so con-
tested and politicized? This article reflects on how ideas
about food risks, consumer rights, autonomy, and self-
reliance have become intertwined with embodied experi-
ences of taste, healthiness, and trust in milk. Because state
regulations and institutions play a central role in shaping the
material qualities of food products, and because the image of
a ‘‘draconian’’ government features prominently in popular
narratives surrounding raw milk economies, this article is
explicitly concerned with the contentious role of the state
in public food debates. My goal is to show how trust in a food
product is tied to the ongoing legitimacy crisis of the modern
state, and in particular how the renewed value placed in
locavorism reflects a fundamental distrust of the postindus-
trial, postwelfare state and its institutions.
To advance these arguments, the following pages will
delve into two complementary cases: raw milk networks in
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the United States and informal dairy economies in postsocia-
list Lithuania. While the US—a paragon of the regulatory
state and a global superpower—builds on more than two
centuries of statehood and an unabashed commitment to
market economy, modern Lithuania—a country of fewer
than three million citizens located in the northern peripher-
ies of central Europe—has experienced vastly different
modes of governance: belonging to the Russian Empire from
1795–1918, occupations during Napoleonic and World Wars,
short-lived national sovereignty in 1918–40, an incorporation
into the Soviet Union and its reinvention as a socialist society
in 1944–89, national independence and laissez fair capitalism
during the 1990s, and membership in the supranational Euro-
pean Union since 2004. The last round of food and agricul-
tural reforms implemented by the EU are particularly
relevant here because they are expressly designed to create
powerful regulatory mechanisms matching only those of
the US.
By juxtaposing the experiences of participating in gray
food economies in these two vastly different contexts, I point
to surprising similarities in how raw milk–drinking urbanites
in the US and older and poorer inhabitants in Lithuanian
cities associate their concerns with the decline of the state and
its institutions. In both cases, there is a prevailing sense of
dissatisfaction with ‘‘the government’’ and its sprawling regu-
latory apparatus. Raw milk consumers on both sides of the
Atlantic fall back on the values and practices of self-suffi-
ciency and autonomy to counter the effects of the failing
state.
Yet, differences also abound. While consumers in the US
are pushing against stifling regulations and corrupt govern-
ment by claiming their right to sovereignty as consumers and
citizens, raw milk drinkers in Lithuania—like the Bulgarians
of whom Yuson Jung writes in this issue—are concerned with
their marginalization and exclusion from the larger polity.
Differently than in the US where raw milk advocates critique
the overreaching state, powerful industrial lobby, and ‘‘sell-
out’’ scientists, Lithuania’s raw milk producers and consu-
mers are concerned with class politics that separates them
from the upper echelons. It is not surprising, therefore, that
in their claims to food sovereignty, the US raw milk propo-
nents zero in on their rights to consume and produce food
with its particular microbial qualities, while Lithuanian raw
milk consumers are preoccupied with the equal treatment of
people, animals, and microbes that live in poor homes and
those that inhabit the pastures, barns, creameries, stores, and
refrigerators of the higher classes.
Exploring these similarities and differences, my analysis
emphasizes the workings of two contradictory political
projects: the efforts to carve out autonomy from the state and
its institutions, on the one hand, and the yearning to be
accepted and included in the larger polity, on the other. The
remainder of this article develops these arguments and is
organized into three sections. The first empirical section pre-
sents an overview of the practices and experiences of partic-
ipation in criminalized raw milk markets in the United
States. The subsequent section examines the concerns with
marginalization voiced by Lithuanians in the context of their
participation in gray food economies. The final section pre-
sents concluding reflections and elaborates on the relation-
ship between the state and alternative forms of food
provisioning.
‘‘Government Intolerant Is What My Gut
Really Is’’
Just a few minutes after we exit the highway, the vast expanse
of Midwestern cornfields is replaced by green pastures sur-
rounded by patches of forest. As three horse-drawn buggies
suddenly appear on the road in front of us, we slow down
and follow behind. This signals that we have arrived in
Amish country, the destination of our trip. Anne has brought
me here to show me where she buys her two weeks’ supply of
raw milk. She used to rely on a milk-buying club operating
in a nearby town, but after two of the families belonging to
the club moved out of the area, she realized she was
‘‘hooked’’ on the milk and started driving to the farm herself
to buy it.
The Amish farmer met us outside and we proceeded to the
small room adjacent to the creamery where he proudly show-
cased his new creation, a wheel of unevenly colored gouda-
style cheese wrapped in a towel and placed in a plastic bag.
He was hoping to perfect his technique so that he can sell
cheese in the farmers’ markets, where artisanal goods attract
consumers and tend to fetch higher prices than at other retail
venues. The milk was waiting for us in the cooler. The farmer
poured it into a large glass container that Anne had brought
along. She also exchanged two empty store-bought egg car-
tons for full ones. The eggs must have been laid by the dark
brown speckled hens roaming the fenced area near the road. I
noted a slightly wrinkled but current state license issued by
the Department of Health fastened on the wall by the door.
After inquiring about the children and the cows—Anne knew
almost everyone’s name—we packed the food into Anne’s
cooler, poked our heads into the barn where the farmer’s
brother was getting ready to milk their twelve cows, and

















For Anne—who is thirty-two years old and works for
a human rights NGO—raw milk is an embodiment of whole-
some, natural food with a special taste. Like many of her
fellow raw-milk consumers, she often comments on the dis-
tinctive qualities of raw milk. Because raw milk is not homog-
enized, it tends to have an uneven mouthfeel and can have
distinct ‘‘barnyard’’ flavors that distinguish it from store-
bought milk. Produced by grass-fed cows, raw milk also tends
to have a slight yellow tint due to higher levels of beta-caro-
tene. Gourmand consumers who buy milk for these qualities
often comment on its multisensoriality (Grasseni 2004) and
refer to it as ‘‘creamy goodness,’’ a ‘‘taste of the divine,’’ and
most frequently, as the ‘‘real deal.’’ Milk enthusiasts argue that
it is the variation in milk’s flavors and color throughout the
season that is a true mark of its authenticity. A comment
posted in response to an article about raw milk on Mother
Jones’s website captures these sentiments: ‘‘If milk is not
raw . . . it is not NOT milk!!!!’’ (Thomas 2012).
Even more important than its organoleptic qualities, raw
milk is valued for its healing properties. Defying the advice of
public health officials, most raw milk advocates in the United
States believe raw milk offers a natural cure for various aller-
gies, asthma, cancer, and a host of autoimmune diseases. In
a recent article posted on the Bristol, Virginia website,
a reporter writes:
Yvonne Williamson is a breast cancer survivor and credits raw milk as
a cure of sorts, ‘‘My sinus problems disappeared, my sons asthma [sic]
disappeared and my allergies disappeared. Ran out of raw milk [and
went to] get pasteurized milk[,] we woke up [with] sinus problems
headaches[,] can’t drink this stuff it made us feel ill’’ (McNew 2012).
Citing examples of expeditious recovery, raw milk proponents
argue that the conventional milk bought at supermarkets is
unhealthy because it is deprived of the rich microbial cul-
tures and complex whey proteins that are damaged during
pasteurization (a process of heating milk in order to kill dan-
gerous bacteria) and homogenization (a method of forcing
milk through micro-filters to break up fat globules and create
an even suspension) (see also Mendelson 2011; Smith-Howard
2013; DuPuis 2002; Valenze 2011).
Such an emphasis on the ‘‘natural’’ qualities and whole-
someness of milk, particularly the preservation of its micro-
bial cultures, is one instance of what Heather Paxson (2008,
2013) defines as a ‘‘post-Pasteurian’’ worldview. As Paxson
shows in her analysis of artisanal cheese economies in the
United States, rather than considering all microorganisms
as risky and in need of eradication, post-Pasteurians embrace
these nonhuman actors as companion species and an insep-
arable part of the human microbiome (see also Hird 2010).
Unlike the Pasteurian idea that prescribes sanitation to secure
public health, the post-Pasteurian ethic envisions a new bio-
politics, or a form of state power that uses public health and
safety institutions and the scientific establishment to expand
its control over a population. Such microbiopolitics makes it
possible for both humans and nonhumans to cohabit the
same spaces.
Drawing on Paxson’s (2013) argument, Hilda Kurtz, Amy
Trauger, and Catarina Passidomo (2013) contend that by chal-
lenging Pasteurian science, participants in raw milk econo-
mies are negotiating their place in a state that criminalizes
alternative understandings of health and science (2013: 142;
see also Enticott 2003). In their analysis of raw milk seizure in
Athens, Georgia, in 2009, Kurtz et al. (2013) suggest that the
struggles surrounding raw milk confiscation and pending
lawsuits are centered around efforts to pluralize mainstream
science and challenge the ‘‘top down’’ politics of the modern
state.
Similar to the Georgian food underground (Kurtz et al.
2013), the broader community of raw milk proponents is
concerned with how to claim raw milk as a legitimate prod-
uct and themselves as rightful citizens of the state. To
advance these justifications, they back their arguments by
citing and reinterpreting published scientific reports. This
is particularly the case with the ‘‘Campaign for Real Milk’’
underwritten by the Weston A. Price Foundation, an advo-
cacy group that promotes raw milk production and consump-
tion. In one such post, for example, the Foundation website
provides a link to an FDA-sponsored study demonstrating
that ‘‘on a per-serving basis, deli meats are ten times more
likely to cause food-borne illness than raw milk’’ (Campaign
for Real Milk 2014).
In addition to seeking legitimacy and inclusion in Amer-
ican society, raw milk proponents are also critical of the ‘‘agro-
industrial complex’’—public health institutions, the powerful
dairy lobby, and the medical establishment—for misleading
the public and distorting science. For instance, in her recent
post, blogger and medical doctor Deborah Gordon exposes
a gap in the logic of the mainstream public health science
that takes for granted industrial methods of dairying:
The real issue is not whether raw milk obtained from grass-fed cows is
safe. Rather, it’s that milk from commercially raised cows is actually
dangerous to consume unless it is pasteurized. Factory-farmed animals
are routinely fed an unnatural, high-protein soy- and corn-based diet and
given shots of BGH (bovine growth hormone) to artificially increase
milk production. . . . Drinking raw milk from these cows would be an
exercise in stupidity (Gordon 2012).
In other similar contestations over scientific claims, public
commentators draw a distinction between ‘‘real’’ scientific

















on governmental and industry funding agencies. In so doing,
they justify their distrust in both the state institutions and the
industry that misappropriate science for their interests.
Not surprisingly, such mistrust may lead not only to spir-
ited debates in the blogosphere, but also to more organized
forms of resistance. For instance, a group called Raw Milk
Freedom Riders used social media to organize rallies in
support of Minnesota farmer Alvin Schlangen, whose farm
had been raided on several occasions by Minnesota Depart-
ment of Agriculture officers. On their website, the group
also invited the public to participate in a series of lectures
teaching about collective action that followed the rally.
These lectures promised to cover such topics as ‘‘a history
of peaceful non-compliance, how to peacefully stand up for
your rights in confrontational situations, how to take respon-
sibility for your freedom’’ (Raw Milk Freedom Riders 2012).
In more extreme cases, distrust in the ‘‘overreaching, pater-
nalistic government’’ spills over into the debate about the
prerogatives of the US citizens and their right to choose and
consume foods of their liking. In impassioned online discus-
sions, such claims are often framed as ‘‘food freedom,’’ a term
that sutures the ideas of consumer rights, autonomy, and
patriotism into a statement about citizen rights. This is the
case in the following commentary posted in response to an
article on raw milk’s growing popularity and new regulations
in a 2012 article in USA Today:
Last time I checked we lived in America. I don’t understand why we turn
our heads and allow our freedom to be stripped from us. If I want RAW
milk then I have the right to buy it. If I get sick I can be responsible for
myself and take it up with the farmer (Glasier 2012).
The themes of personal responsibility, individualism, and con-
sumer choice are central in this rhetoric, particularly in the
articulation of the idea that if one gets sick, one should take it
up with the farmer instead of relegating protective functions
to the state. Notably, what is overlooked in these narratives is
the question of who has to pay if someone contracts a food-
borne illness. Unlike in European states where citizens have
access to state-supported basic medical care, millions of
Americans lack health insurance, relying on emergency room
care that is ultimately paid by tax money. Paradoxically, this
suggests that while the US state is seen as a fundamentally
broken entity that stifles freedom, even the most ardent defen-
ders of individual choice might be reliant on state services. In
this sense, steeped in contradictions and tensions, the food
freedom movement in the United States has emerged as
a frontier for redefining citizens’ place in the state and
broader society.
Raw Milk Politics in Europeanizing Lithuania
Loreta and Jokūbas live at the edge of a town on northern
Lithuania’s plains, in a small, wooden house with a pitched
metal roof and chipping, mustard-colored paint. They keep
four pigs and a couple dozen chickens that roam the yard and
its environs. Four cows and two calves can be spotted in the
pastures behind the house. Two large, loud dogs run freely,
announcing every visitor who passes by on the unpaved coun-
try road.
Loreta and Jokūbas are among the numerous dairy produ-
cers who deliver and sell raw milk to the consumers in the
cities. Loreta milks her cows by hand early in the morning,
runs the milk through the separator to skim it, and pours it
into four or five large metal containers, each holding about 30
liters (approximately eight gallons). Jokūbas does all the load-
ing and driving. Starting at about seven in the morning, they
travel from one milk delivery site to another, visiting four to
five sites a day. On alternate days they drive different routes,
meaning that the same delivery site is visited every other day.
In this way they supply milk to about 80 households concen-
trated around nine milk delivery spots.
Sunday is a day off, and the milk collected then is usually
used for making a type of farmers’ cheese called varšk _e. Along
with milk and cheese, Loreta and Jokūbas also sell sour
cream, homemade butter, and seasonal vegetables such as
potatoes, cabbage, beets, and even medicinal herbs such as
calendula and chamomile. Yet, milk is their most important
and reliable source of cash income. Without milk, they can-
not imagine another way to make ends meet as smallholder
producers, except for applying for loans or European grants.
Neither of these options is viable for them due to their poor
financial standing that translates into their inability to come
up with the guarantees for their loans and to pay for consul-
tants who know the intricacies of applying for European
money. Because they sell the milk without the documenta-
tion required by the Lithuanian state, their activities are con-
sidered illegal and are punishable by fines.
For the consumers, raw milk is, without a doubt, a boon.
Living in the older districts of Lithuania’s major cities, and
relying on fixed incomes, they see raw milk as an important
addition to their daily diets (see also Mincyte 2009). Some
consumers buy as many as ten liters (approximately two and
a half gallons) every week, from which they make their own
cheese, yogurt, and sour cream. From their perspective, raw
milk is an inexpensive source of good, ‘‘countryside’’ food that
is delivered by farmers they know and trust.
Unlike in the United States, where consumers place value

















enzymes and (‘‘probiotic’’) bacterial cultures in raw milk,
Lithuanian consumers are somewhat less concerned with
nutritional qualities. For one thing, they rarely consume milk
in its raw form, claiming that it is ‘‘safe’’ and ‘‘normal’’ to heat it
up on the stove at home before drinking. This is less a sign of
distrust in the farmer than an expression of deeply entrenched
ideas reaching back to socialist public health campaigns and
their belief that raw milk spoils quickly and should only be
drunk warm, right after milking.
From the vantage point of the older urbanites, milk con-
stitutes ‘‘a basic food’’ that fuels their bodies rather than a spe-
cial product that contains healing properties, as is the case in
the United States. As such, raw milk is used in a wide range of
humble dishes that would never be served to a guest. This
includes adding milk to chicken or vegetable-based soups that
include a combination of root vegetables, such as potatoes
and carrots, legumes, and cereals. It is also common to pour
milk over soft-boiled pasta and porridges made from oats,
buckwheat, rice, and wheat, transforming them into ‘‘milk
soups’’ (Lith. pieniška sriuba) that are appropriate for supper
or as part of a two-course lunch. At the same time, buttermilk
made from heated milk is consumed with boiled potatoes as
a separate meal or used to make cold soups also served with
potatoes.
Because milk is used in a wide range of dishes to add both
flavor and calories, Lithuanian consumers are particularly
attentive to its creaminess. The more cream in the milk con-
tainer, the better the farmer, and the more valuable and ‘‘real’’
the milk is. Since the milk acquired directly from the farmer
is not homogenized and the cream floats on top, consumers
whose jars are filled first receive the milk with the most
cream. Thus the order in which consumers buy milk from
the farmer determines the quality of the milk they acquire.
Unlike in the US, where the value of milk is constructed
through essential notions of its organoleptic, environmental,
and microbial features, the quality of raw milk in the poverty-
stricken households in Lithuania depends on the relational
social organization of the community, which involves favors,
kinship, age, class, social capital, and physical abilities. For
example, the farmer would pour milk to an older or sick
person first, before anyone else, even if she arrives later to the
pick-up location.
In addition to considerations of the creaminess of milk,
there is also an important national dimension in how the
participants in informal dairy networks in Lithuania put their
trust in food. Unlike in western European countries where
culinary heritage is deeply anchored in regional identities, as
in the classic examples of Parmigiano-Reggiano originating
from three provinces in Italy’s Emilia-Romagna region, or the
Bordeaux wine coming from a region in France’s Gironde
departmente, Lithuanian consumers use national categories
as an index of trustworthiness of a particular food (Blumberg
forthcoming). Commenting on similar trends, Melissa
L. Caldwell has written extensively on the value of ‘‘nashi’’
(‘‘ours’’) in contemporary Russian culture, particularly how
this concept combines claims with respect to taste, quality,
morality, and Russianness (2011, 2014). For the consumers
Caldwell encountered in her fieldwork, food produced (any-
where) in Russia stands as a guarantee of its authenticity and
moral purity, while foreign food is not to be trusted (see also
Aistara and Jung, this volume).
In Lithuania, a similar conflation of national identity and
claims to quality and trustworthiness occurs on a daily basis.
When shopping in supermarkets and at popular city markets
populated by smaller vendors, consumers tend to carefully
inspect labels and examine the products themselves, looking
for visible marks of their country of origin. For example,
apples that are spotless and large are often seen as ‘‘too good
to be true’’ and are suspected to be imports from Poland or
Spain, two of Europe’s agricultural powerhouses. The same
goes for root vegetables, fruit, and even packaged foods like
pasta or flour. Any sign that the product comes from these two
culprit countries is of particular concern to consumers who
consider them as sources of deception and adulteration.
At the other end of the geopolitical spectrum, wild foods
such as mushrooms and berries bought in city markets are
often treated with suspicion as imported from neighboring
Belarus. In the popular imagination, Belarus conjures up
an image of radioactive pollution that drifted from Ukraine
after the nuclear disaster in Chernobyl in 1986. When
pressed, consumers say that they fear that these products
might be improperly labeled because Belarus does not have
to follow EU food labeling requirements.
In this context of foreign food fears, consumers in Lithua-
nia overwhelmingly prefer dairy products packaged by Lith-
uanian companies. Such an emphasis on locality is even
more pronounced in the case of informal dairy economies,
where consumers rely on the farmers delivering milk from the
villages located just a few kilometers from the city. Similar to
the findings in Caldwell’s analysis (2014), Lithuanian consu-
mers see milk as an inherently ethical food that locates qual-
ity and ‘‘goodness’’ within the bounds of national territory.
A retired nurse once told me she would never buy milk from
another country: ‘‘milk [delivered by the farmer] is the real
milk . . . that comes to the city directly from the cow.’’
At the same time as foreign designations are cast as signs of
(poor) quality, local consumers and producers also express

















agricultural specialists who have allowed and promoted sales
of heavily processed and preservative-laden products. For
consumers, the fact that smallholder farmers, who rely on
their manual labor to produce what they regard as healthy
and inexpensive foods, are unable to sell their goods legally is
a sign of the failure of the state, if not also of the European
project.
In a similar way, questions also arise about the prolifera-
tion of industrially made products that travel across the con-
tinent and are designed to sit on supermarket shelves for
months. ‘‘How can this make any sense? Why are they feeding
us poison, if there are a lot of people willing to work hard
and sell affordable, quality food? How long is the European
economy going to last?’’—these are common concerns that
consumers articulate as they try to make sense of the contra-
dictions inherent in the laws of capitalist markets and at the
same time find themselves lacking faith in the economic
viability of the EU. For them, EU bureaucrats are short-
sighted, wasteful, and outright misguided in their efforts to
maintain a continent-wide food transportation system, while
thriving local producers face obstacles when selling their
food.
Even more important than the scathing critique of
European food policies, there is also a prevailing sense of
disillusionment and abandonment shared among the semi-
subsistence producers and the poorer consumers (Mincyte
2009). Paradoxically, having escaped the grip of socialism and
its dehumanizing ideological apparatus, they have become
unlikely, if latent, supporters of socialist ideals of justice and
equality. While they do not espouse classical Marxian lan-
guage, they do consider themselves to be subject to ongoing
class warfare in which the higher classes are reaping the prof-
its of economic liberalization and Lithuania’s accession to the
EU, while the poor continue to absorb the costs and risks of
such changes.
Recent survey findings support these concerns by showing
that income inequality in Lithuania is among the highest of
all European countries. In 2013 Lithuania ranked at the top of
a list of EU countries in terms of the extent of poverty, sug-
gesting the persistence of entrenched disparity of incomes
and opportunities (Eurostat 2013).
While many are suspicious of ‘‘big’’ business, Lithuania’s
marginalized consumers feel particularly disaffected by the
new jetsetter bureaucrats and young statesmen pursuing
visions of a cosmopolitan, postindustrial Europe (Favell
2008). They are not alone in questioning European politics.
As Mabel Berezin and Juan Dı́ez-Medrano (2008) powerfully
argue, even if star politicians in Brussels are as committed as
ever to advancing the economic and political integration of
the continent, the legitimacy of and trust in the European
project has been crumbling in the peripheries. In Lithuania,
political scandals surrounding the misuse of public funds by
government employees for building private mansions, subsi-
dizing trips to exotic resorts, and facilitating the granting of
permits to acquire valuable parcels of land in picturesque
national parks have deepened the rift between the marginal-
ized older citizens and the highly ranking governmental offi-
cials. These issues have become even more pronounced amid
the recent austerity policies, implemented with particular
fervor in the Baltic states.
Against the backdrop of an ongoing political legitimacy
crisis, marginalized consumers and producers in Lithuania
have employed what Robert K. Merton (1957) famously
defined as a form of social innovation to create sovereign eco-
nomic zones that both provide a network of social support and
deepen people’s disconnect from mainstream economies.
Tasting Food, Testing Freedom
Following raw milk flowing in the circuits of gray economies
in the United States and Lithuania, this essay has explored
how participants in informal markets experience raw milk as
a source of their sustenance and, simultaneously, how they
construct their relationship to the state. Raw milk enthusiasts
in the US draw on science in their efforts to legitimize their
claims and have called for the broadening of human rights to
include food freedom. In Lithuania, on the other hand, the
producers and consumers experience their participation in
the criminalized raw milk networks as part of their broader
marginalization and abandonment by the state, as they rely
on their work and survival strategies to claim a place in the
villages and cities. For both North American and Lithuanian
consumers, raw milk economies serve as a counterpoint to
a state that is viewed as incapable of or unwilling to care for its
citizens.
These empirical insights resonate with broader social sci-
ence debates that examine an intersection between the crisis
of the modern state and the proliferation of informal econo-
mies. For scholars such as Janet Roitman (2014), James Fer-
guson (2006), Carolyn R. Nordstrom (2007), and Julia
Elyachar (2005), informal economies are manifestations of
the patterns of marginalization and disruptions emanating
from the changing global economic and political order. They
depict these economic formations as a propagation of the
‘‘global shadows’’ (Ferguson 2006) that have emerged in times
of crises and the ongoing failure of the developmental state

















Analiese Richard goes further to suggest that these ‘‘shadows’’
are increasingly engulfing Euro-America, where the citizens
of the former economic powerhouses are grappling with
‘‘emergent features, the sublimated structures, and the con-
cealed contradictions of capitalist modernity’’ (Comaroff and
Comaroff 2012: 7, cited in Richard 2012: 2). In this reading,
non-formal modes of food procurement are important not
only as alternatives to the global agro-industrial sector, but
also as manifestations of the fault lines in the state-making
projects both within and outside of the global North.
Similarly, the continued significance of raw milk econo-
mies in the US and Lithuania provides sites for testing the
limits of the state and its institutional muscle, as well as ways
of inhabiting new informal territories that are opened by
changes in the global economy. By participating in these
local food economies, people can negotiate their relationship
to emerging postwelfare, postindustrial states that have
acquired powerful regulatory and policing apparatuses while
shirking their commitments to maintain social and physical
infrastructures for its citizens (see also Grasseni, this issue).
Furthermore, a closer look at the political subjectivities
emergent in the two sites suggests that there are two com-
peting projects that underlie alternative food provisioning
systems: the politics of inclusion and the politics of sover-
eignty. On the one hand, the struggles of raw milk consumers
are driven by efforts to be accepted, supported, and recog-
nized by the larger polity. Charles Taylor has famously des-
ignated such efforts as the ‘‘politics of recognition,’’ or an
identity-oriented politics that rests on the demands of a group
or an individual to be included and recognized for their full
human potential (Taylor 1994: 26). In this sense, raw milk
consumers are negotiating their place in society by calling
for more inclusive and equality-based models of statehood
and by claiming their rightful belonging to these societies.
At the same time, another set of claims emphasizes break-
ing away from the state, postulating that food choices and
intake should lie outside of state prerogatives. This tactic
resonates with ongoing food sovereignty movements, such
as La Via Campesina, that emphasize values of self-determi-
nation, independence, and self-provisioning, as well as
numerous historical examples where individuals and groups
openly disobeyed the state institutions and operated outside
of state-sanctioned spaces (see Meneley, this issue). Indeed,
the flourishing of speakeasies during Prohibition in the
United States (e.g., Lerner 2009), the contestations surround-
ing changes in kosher taxes in the western peripheries of the
Russian Empire (Heinert n.d.), and the efforts of scotch
whisky producers to mislabel their barrels to fool tax collec-
tors dispatched by the English crown in the eighteenth
century (Kosar 2010), all speak to the creative strategies of
local people to challenge, resist, and evade the overreaching
state.
What the above discussion suggests is that both strate-
gies—one calling for recognition and another emphasizing
autonomy—are deeply steeped in distrust of the state as
embodied by public health officials, police officers, tax col-
lectors, bureaucrats, and statesmen. The flip side of such
mistrust is, of course, reliance on the networks composed of
fellow citizens unaffiliated with the institutions, and trust in
milk filled with rich microbial life and uncontaminated by
local and global politics.
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